When corporations face belt tightening, reengineer their business process, push decision making down lower in the organization, introduce new technology, or downsize, leaders at the midlevel take the hardest hit.
Yet, when organizations face growth or complex change operational or midlevel leaders play a critical role. Many companies realize their midlevel ranks are a bit thin, leaving frontline and first-time leaders with insufficient coaching and support. Companies struggle to execute business strategies because midlevel managers play a significant role in connecting strategies to the goals and accountabilities of those leaders and teams who work with them. They may take on accountability for running an entire business, or are called upon to successfully introduce and manage change. And, they are usually closer to the business and customers than many senior managers, bringing forth ideas for business models, products and services.
For these reasons, and many more, operational leaders are important to a healthy Leadership Pipeline SM within any talentfocused organization. The paper focuses on the unique challenges-and infinite opportunities-that organizations must consider when developing these leaders.
TRANSITIONS
Moving from a frontline to midlevel position is a significant and challenging transition. As these leaders move up the ladder, struggles include:
> Increasing spans of control by managing other leaders. This means playing a key role in both the coaching and development of new leaders, and fostering collaboration and networking between their own teams and other parts of the organization.
> Shifting their time (and minds) from day-to-day tactical activities to key operational and strategic issues.
> Taking on accountability for leading business units and teams, including responsibility for top line growth and profitability.
> Balancing the multiple requests from the top of the organization with the needs and expectations of those that work for them.
So with all of the challenges that come with leading other leaders, what should organizations look for in leaders at this level?
THE OPERATIONAL LEADER SUCCESS PROFILE
A successful operational leader will have a unique combination of skills, knowledge, experience, and personality attributes.
FIGURE 1: COMPONENTS OF A SUCCESS PROFILE
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Competencies
Some of the most critical skills/ competencies for midlevel leaders include:
> Introducing and managing change by continuously seeking opportunities for different and innovative approaches to addressing organizational problems and opportunities.
> Creating strong partnerships with others through appropriate interpersonal communication to influence and build effective relationships with business partners. 
Experiences
Experience will vary considerably based on the role of the operational manager. A few common experiences include:
> Leading a business unit with profit/loss accountabilities.
> Managing a significant function such as marketing, sales, finance, or I.T.
> Lead cross-functional teams or matrix units in areas such as product launches, quality improvement, customer loyalty, and so on.
> Preparation and presentation of business plans.
> If multinational, a global assignment or project would be advantageous.
Personal Attributes
Successful midlevel managers should demonstrate:
> Hunger for continued learning and growth.
> High receptivity to feedback.
> Significant flexibility/adaptability.
> Humility coupled with self-confidence.
> Willingness to take reasonable, calculated risks.
> High interpersonal sensitivity and perceptivity, successfully connecting with people and understanding where they are coming from.
ASSESSING OPERATIONAL LEADERS
We believe that intelligence an organization must gather for operational leaders falls into three distinct categories, each requiring different tools and processes for gauging capability:
> Potential: The likelihood that an individual can and will grow into a successful leader at one or more levels above his/her current position, or into a role with significantly expanded leadership responsibilities.
> Performance: The degree of an individual's success in executing the objectives and competencies required in his/her current role.
> Readiness: The degree to which an individual's knowledge, experience, competencies and personal attributes meet the requirements of a specific role, job or job family.
Identifying Potential
Failure rates of operational leaders continue to soar, costing organizations lost customers, low team engagement, and high replacement costs. Getting an accurate reading on the potential of leaders being considered for midlevel management positions helps organizations make better selection and promotion decisions.
To promote into the midlevel leadership ranks, DDI offers the Leadership Insights Inventory, (LII) ® , which gauges the potential of lower level leaders to move into midlevel/operational roles. The LII process includes the completion of an online survey by the aspiring (or high-potential) midlevel manager. It is designed to assess leadership promise, personal development orientation, the ability to balance values and results, and mastery of complexity. Early career leaders who demonstrate potential in these areas as well as solid present performance and motivation to advance are good candidates for midlevel positions.
Assessing Performance
Assessing performance in current roles requires an effective and disciplined approach to performance management and evaluation. The information discussed or gathered during the performance management process is often unreliable. Senior WHITE PAPER -OPTIMIZING YOUR LEADERSHIP PIPELINE SM OPERATIONAL LEADERS managers either lack the skills and/or discipline to conduct rigorous appraisals of people or operational leaders. Or, they are fearful of differentiating superior performers from average or low performers. DDI's Maximizing Performance ® system provides organizations with a solid approach to improving the rigor, discipline, and effectiveness of a performance management system by building the skills and confidence that high-level managers need to accurately gauge other leaders' current performance.
Multi-rater tools (360º) are also effective in supplementing a sound performance management process by gathering perceptions of current performance from peers, subordinates, higher level managers, and customers. DDI offers two approaches to multi-rater evaluation: Leadership Mirror ® for a traditional multi-rater or self-only assessment; and Targeted Feedback ® , which parcels out top-priority strengths and growth areas requiring the most attention.
Assessing Readiness
Assessment data enables organizations to look at aggregate group profiles to determine if they have the right team in place. For example, if your business focuses on high growth, a group of operational leaders adverse to risk taking and introducing change may be a real liability. 
DEVELOPING OPERATIONAL LEADERS
Unlike first-time and senior leaders, operational leaders vary widely in terms of roles and accountabilities. In many larger organizations, a midlevel manager may manage three to four team leaders in a manufacturing environment, manage a call center operation, or may even be responsible for running an entire business unit in a role with global responsibilities. The majority of operational leaders play either general leadership roles or roles requiring a highlevel of functional expertise, such as R&D, finance, or marketing. Additionally, organizations must address both transitional development needs for newer midlevel leaders, as well as requirements for longerterm mastery among established leaders with potential for strategic roles.
After development experiences, coaching and support to reinforce skill qualification becomes critical. And, as managers move up the ladder more and more development will take place beyond the walls of a physical classroom.
The bottom line is that a "one-size fits all" approach to development at this level is unlikely to work. Reliable assessment data from methods described above helps pinpoint specific development needs for each manager, allowing a more efficient approach to learning and development. And, multiple learning approaches and a wide variety of content exist to meet the development needs at this level. 
COMMON CLIENT SCENARIOS
Below are some general categories of content that we often are asked to address at this level by our clients.
> Leadership Fundamentals
Operational leaders sometimes need to sharpen basic leadership skills such as coaching, handling conflict, setting clear expectations, retaining and engaging high performers, managing meetings/ teams and reviewing performance. These functions are essential to the role of midlevel managers. In the majority of organizations these areas are addressed It is related to emotional or social intelligence. DDI's social intelligence program is similar to an advanced degree in interpersonal skills. Topics covered include a high-impact model of interpersonal skills, analyzing real time challenges and situations requiring interpersonal mastery, and the opportunity to promote these tough situations in a safe learning environment.
Operational leaders are both the linchpin between strategy and tactical execution and potential next strategic leaders. To keep their Leadership Pipeline flowing, organizations must re-focus on developing managerial mastery and cultivating the special subset of midlevel leaders who have the potential to lead at the next level.
For additional thought leadership and other white papers in the "Optimizing Your Leadership Pipeline" series, go to www.ddiworld.com/leadershippipeline.
